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Although media influence has long been recognised within adoption, there has been relatively 
little research into the nature of coverage. This article focuses on press articles from five 
national daily newspapers and their Sunday sister papers in the years 2010-14. This broadly 
coincides with the period of coalition government and the focus is on its reform programme. 
)LQGLQJVUHYHDOVWURQJVXSSRUWIRUWKHJRYHUQPHQW¶VUHIRUPSURJUDPPHLWVUDWLRQDOHZLWKLQ
child welfare and many of its specific measures, but additionally divisions between 
newspapers, with critical comment found almost entirely within one pairing.  
Particular themes developed are those of excessive bureaucracy and politically motivated 
opposition to adoption. Race and ethnicity emerge as the most frequently covered issues, 
dominated by critique of barriers to transracial adoption. Principal themes are often 
developed with inaccurate, misleading or exaggerated reporting, which in turn raises the 
question of how adoption agencies might respond to this.  
 





political issues, adoption has always held WKHFDSDFLW\WRJHQHUDWHµQHZVZRUWK\¶VWRULHV. In 
turn, sections of the media have taken a keen interest in adoption and there are well-known 
examples of policy influence. However, to date, there has been very limited analysis of media 
coverage, including of adoption policy, the focus of this article.  
Attention to media treatment of social work has been more extensive, characterised by a 
strong focus on children and families and a fairly unremitting hostility towards social 
workers, likened by Franklin (19WRDµMRXUQDOLVWLFEORRGVSRUW¶. While this may partially 
reflect WKHSRZHURIµEDGQHZV¶DQGWKHRIWHQGLVWUHVVLQJRUWUDJLFQDWXUHRIWKHHYHQWV
LQYROYHGDQDO\VWVKDYHDUJXHGWKDWDFRPPRQHOHPHQWLVµWKHRSSRUWXQLW\WRGLVSDUDJHVRFLDO
ZRUNHUV¶Franklin and Parton, 1991:8). This has been explained as politically driven, with (a 
right wing) media regarding social work as contributing to welfare state dependency, imbued 
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ZLWKµSROLWLFDOFRUUHFWQHVV¶DQGUHSUHVHQWDWLYHRIWKHµORRQ\OHIW¶or its legacy (Alridge, 1999; 
Gaughan and Garrett, 2012; Warner, 2014). However, it has also been argued that social 
ZRUNDJHQFLHV¶IDLOXUHWRHQJDJHHIIHFWLYHO\ZLWKWKHPHGLDKDVDGGHGWRWKHLUYXOQHUDELOLW\
and negative public image (Fry, 1991; Galilee, 2005; Conservative Party Commission on 
Social Workers, 2007; Stanfield and Beddoe, 2013). Moreover, as Jones (2012) contends, it 
would be wrong to engage in a parallel demonisation of media organisations and journalists 
who may legitimately believe that their reporting is exposing bad practice and rendering state 
agencies accountable.  
Press LQIOXHQFHRQDGRSWLRQSROLF\KDVRIWHQEHHQQRWHGZKHWKHULQ1HZ/DERXU¶VLQWHUHVWLQ
DGRSWLRQUHIRUPEHLQJUHYHDOHGDVLQSDUWDUHVSRQVHWRWKH'DLO\0DLO¶VFDPSDLJQLQJ
(Garrett, 2002), or the more recent example RIWKH7LPHVQHZVSDSHU¶VFRPPLVVLRQLQJRI
Martin Narey to write a report on adoption and his almost contemporaneous appointment as 
the goYHUQPHQW¶VDGYLVHURQDGRSWLRQ6WURQJO\FULWLFDOreporting of adoption has mirrored 
that of child protection, SURYLGLQJLQWKHZRUGVRI'RXJODVDQG3KLOSRWDµWUXVW\
DQYLO¶RQZKLFKWREHDWVRFLDOZRUN7KLVFRPPHQWDU\FDQEHVHHQWRKDYHJURZQGXULQJWKH
1990s as FULWLTXHRIµSROLWLFDOFRUUHFWQHVV¶became more prominent (Franklin, 1998) and by 
the mid-2000s, Allen (2007:9) observed that µDGRSWLRQKDVEHHQZHOODQGWUXO\FDSWXUHGE\
WKHSROLWLFDODQGPHGLDZRUOGV¶. Despite this powerful presence, relevant research has been 
scant, with notable exceptions the treatment of international and domestic adoption in the US 
(Jacobson, 2013; Potter, 2013) international adoption in Spain (Anzil, 2013) and portrayal of 
adopted children in Britain (Maxwell and Cooke, 2014).  
%H\RQGµDFDGHPLF¶LQWHUHVWLWLVSHUWLQHnt to consider the impact of media reporting on 
adoption. Here too, there has been limited research, notably on either audience interpretations 
or consequences. At a macro policy level, it is reasonable to assume significant influence, 
both in the examples given above and sometimes from negative reporting which has seemed 
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to weaken government enthusiasm for adoption (Biehal et al, 2010). Drawing from wider 
literature on child protection, it can be argued that the media contribute significantly to 
agenda setting, problem framing, resource allocation and climate and may indirectly shape 
practice (Franklin and Parton, 1991; Gough, 1996; Ayre, 2001). Anzil (2013) has argued that 
coverage serves to SURPRWHµFROOHFWLYHLPDJLQDULHV¶UHJDUGLQJWKH nature and operation of 
adoption, while both Jacobson (2013) and Ali (2014) have found evidence of media influence 
over perceptions and choices of prospective adopters.  
 
The Study 
The press coverage below focuses RQWKHFRDOLWLRQJRYHUQPHQW¶VDdoption reform programme 
and is drawn from a wider database of adoption articles in five national daily newspapers 
(plus their Sunday sister papers) for the years 2010-14. The key criterion for article inclusion 
was that direct reference was made to the reforms either in general terms, or to at least one 
specific reform measure. Articles were also included where they formed part of a suite 
focusing on the reforms ± e.g. where reportage of reform to the law on ethnicity and adoption 
was accompanied by an article on this topic. The requirement for direct reference would 
clearly serve to exclude some coverage of related topics (for example child protection or 
looked after children) but this was seen as necessary to ensure some manageable parameters. 
Articles were accessed via the LexisNexis database, which makes full text available but not 
original layout or pictures. The five newspaper pairings were as follows:  





Sun/Sun on Sunday  
Daily Mirror/Sunday Mirror 
and were chosen to offer a spread in terms of the newspaper market (quality; mid-market; red 
top/tabloid) and political leanings. In analysing content from different outlets, their internal 
diversity must be acknowledged, whether due to the perspectives of individual writers or the 
nature of the article as an editorial, op-ed, feature, column or news reporting. However, it is 
also the case that newspapers are highly attuned to their readership (Fowler, 1991) and this 
UHODWLRQVKLSHQVXUHVWKDWMXGJHPHQWVRIµQHZVZRUWKLQHVV¶DUH typically operationalised  in 
DFFRUGDQFHZLWKQHZVSDSHUV¶UHDGHUVKLSGHPRJUDSKLFVDQGSROLWLFDODJHQGDV5LFKDUGVRQ
2007).  
The primary research question was to gauge the extent and basis of press support for (or 
opposition to) adoption reform, both in general (the desire to increase and accelerate 
adoption) and specific measures. Articles were analysed using qualitative content analysis 
(Schreier, 2012) which works to reduce data through a combination of quantitative and 
qualitative (interpretive) coding. The main aim was to provide an overview of coverage, 
although there are inevitably a number of themes that would subsequently merit closer 








Table 1 show the total number of adoption reform focused articles with the respective Sunday 
newspaper contributions in brackets. In all, 361 stories were identified, representing 23 per 
cent of all adoption stories during the period. As can be seen, slightly over half of these came 
IURPWKH7LPHVVWDEOHUHIOHFWLQJWKHGDLO\SDSHU¶VFHQWUDOFDPSDLJQLQJUROHDQGUHSUHVHQWLQJ
35 per cent of its adoption coverage. The corresponding figures for the tabloid Sun and 
Mirror were 13 and 7 per cent respectively (and these were typically much shorter articles). 
For all papers, the time trend was broadly similar with a sharp spike and peak reached in 
2011 (when there was a reform focus in almost half of all articles) followed by steady 
decline. Of the 361 articles, 216 were categorised as wholly focused on (at least some aspect 
of) adoption reform, whereas the remainder comprise a spectrum from adoption reform as a 
major, through to relatively minor, element.  
Franklin (1998) noted that reporting of social work was characterised by a core of prolific 
journalists but also with many single articles and this was replicated here. Approximately half 
of by-lined articles were sole contributions. Two journalists stood out in terms of the volume 
of outputs, the Daily Mail (hereafter Mail)¶V6WHYH'RXJKW\UHVSRQVLEOHIRUDUWLFOHVLQ
WRWDODQGWKH7LPHV¶V5RVHPDU\%HQQHWWZLWKDUWLFOHVDQGVHYHUDOIXUWKHUMRLQW
authorships. The closeness of the Times¶VUHODWLRQVKLSZLWK0DUWLQ1DUH\ZDVDSSDUHQWLQKLV
writing 11 articles for the paper in addition to being extensively quoted.  
 
Stances on reform 
$UWLFOHVZHUHDQDO\VHGILUVWLQWHUPVRIZKHWKHUWKH\ZHUHODUJHO\µRSLQLRQ¶SLHFHVLQFOXGLQJ
editorials or columns) or reporting (notably facts or the opinions of others) and second in 




coverage was strongly supportive of reform. Of 134 opinion pieces, 99 (74 per cent) were 
identifiably supportive, 27 (20 per cent) were critical, with the remainder evenly balanced. Of 
PRUHµIDFWXDO¶UHSRUWLQJRYHUSHUFHQWRIWKH7 articles were framed essentially in a 
supportive way, typically by highlighting perceived problems within the adoption system and 
VHWWLQJRXWWKHJRYHUQPHQW¶VDWWHPSWVWRDGGUHVVWKHP2QO\SHUFHQWRIWKHVHDUWLFOHVZHUH
framed as critical of the reforms, with 13 per cent broadly neutral/balanced. Included within 
WKHµIDFWXDO¶JURXSLQJZHUHDUWLFOHVWKDWGUHZVLJQLILFDQWO\RQWKHH[SHULHQFHVof members 
of the adoption triangle. With a few exceptions, these were almost entirely supportive of 
reform. They included personal accounts of adoption and adoptive family life from 
government ministers, Michael Gove and Edward Timpson, and involvement in reforms such 
as adoption parties or fostering for adoption. A small number of articles focused on adopted 
adults, almost all involving transracial adoption to which we return below. Most, however, 
UHFRXQWHGWKHH[SHULHQFHVRIWKHDVVHVVPHQWSURFHVVIURPµEHOOLJHUHQWO\DJJULHYHG¶*DUUHWW
2017) (prospective) adopters, with a particular trope of being driven abroad by the failings of  
domestic adoption.  
 
Framing adoption reform 
The major frames for stories (to be discussed further below) were reflected both in general 
contributions which combined key themes and more focused treatments. The dominant 
themes were of a system which was bureaucratic and deeply imbued with µSROLWLFDO
FRUUHFWQHVV¶, resulting in adoptions that were too few and too protracted. Adoption numbers 
framed 32 articles, and reflected the ebbs and flows over the period. The bureaucratic nature 




deterrence of adopters were central in a further 25 and 10 articles respectively. Adoption 
support was the main focus of 17 articles. By far the most frequently mentioned issue, 
however, was that of race and ethnicity, referred to in over 200 articles and the primary focus 
in 56. The wider umbrella term of µSROLWLFDOFRUUHFWQHVV¶can be seen as the main frame for 30 
articles and appeared or was implicit in many more.  
 
Adoption by numbers 
Statistical evidence was featured in 220 (61 per cent) of the articles to support key lines of 
argument. The most frequent citations are presented in Table 2.  
 
[insert Table 2 here] 
 
 
Given the overall support for reform, it is unsurprising that adoption figures were presented 
negatively or positively dependent on their scale and trajectories. The desirability of higher 
levels of adoption went almost entirely unquestioned. Errors and misleading presentation 
were not uncommon. One of the most important was the blurring of boundaries between 
adoption (in all its forms) and that from state care, with contemporary figures for the latter 
frequently juxtaposed with dramatically higher overall ones from the 1970s to demonstrate 
WKHµVFDQGDORXV¶RUµGLVDVWURXV¶GHFOLQHLQadoption (but implicitly from care).   
Britain has experienced a dangerous collapse in the number of children being adopted 
from care. In 1970, more than 20,000 children found permanent new families through 
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adoption. [overall adoptions]  Last year, the number had fallen to just 3,200. [the figure 
for looked after children] (Bennett, 2011a)   
In a small number of these cases, there is modest recognition of a changing climate in terms 
of illegitimacy and voluntary relinquishment (though no reference to relative/step parent 
adoption), but in a majority of cases, readers are simply left with the comparison. Such 
reporting was particularly prominent in the Mail and the Times, but also featured in the 
Guardian (Batty, 2011). It was accompanied by a narrative (following the Narey (2011) 
report) that links the fall strongly to social work practice, claiming an µDQWL-adoption culture¶ 
RUDGRSWLRQ¶VµJRLQJRXWRIIDVKLRQ¶7KRPSVRQ; Doughty, 2011a). Blurring continued 
in contemporary reporting where Office for National Statistics figures for overall adoptions at 
historically low levels weUHµH[SODLQHG¶LQWHUPVRIWKHEDUULHUVWRDGRSWLRQfrom care (e.g. 
Harding, 2011), when that form of adoption has been significantly higher in recent years than 
in the peak era for adoption numbers.  
 
Another noteworthy feature is the frequent racialisation of statistics, whereby general 
PRYHPHQWVDUHOLQNHGWRWKHµEDQ¶RQWUDQVUDFLDODGRSWLRQRULWVµOLIWLQJ¶± µAdoptions hit 20-
\HDUUHFRUGDVPL[HGUDFHUXOHLVHDVHG¶ (Doughty, 2013) - despite little proportionate 
movement in adoption rates by ethnicity (Hill, 2011). Ethnicised breakdowns of adoption 
rates and timescales were frequently misreported, almost invariably to exaggerate disparities, 
for example, overstating Black, Asian and minority ethnic (BAME) representation on the 
adoption register (Oliver, 2013). Reporting of delays was the most prolific example, with 
over 20 articles (across almost all papers) referring to BAME children as a group taking three 
times longer to be adopted. The relevant statistic was that the adoption of Black children took 
approximately 40 per cent longer than for white children (for mixed race children the figure 
was 10 per cent, while for Asian children adoptions were quicker) (Department for 
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Education, 2011). These reports included a Times (2011a) editorial playing on the idea of 
Barack Obama as a potential mixed race adoptee in Britain, in which readers are told that he 
would have probably waited three times longer than a white peer. Importantly, on the 
question of adoption rates, in none of the articles was there any questioning of what might lie 
behind any disparities ± such as different routes out of, or within care ± and both the 
SUHVXPHGFDXVHWKHµEDQ¶RQ75$DQGFRQVHTXHQFHFKLOGUHQODQJXLVKLQJLQFDUHZHQW
unchallenged (Owen and Statham, 2009).  
 
Red tape and delay 
The related themes of excessive bureaucracy and placements delayed or denied were central 
WRFKDUDFWHULVDWLRQRIWKHDGRSWLRQV\VWHPDVLQWKH7LPHV¶Voft-repeated term µEURNHQ¶,QDQ
interplay between press and politicians, bureaucratic elements or hurdles were regularly 
GHVFULEHGDVµDEVXUG¶µULGLFXORXV¶RUµOXGLFURXV¶5HSRUWLQJRIUHIRUPVFRUUHVSRQGLQJO\
KLJKOLJKWHGWKHG\QDPLVPRISROLWLFLDQVDVWKH\µVZHHSDZD\¶RUµULSXS¶SHWW\UXOHVDQG µWHDU
GRZQ¶EDUULHUV7KHUDSLGULVHRf adoptions between 2011 and 2014 was regularly hailed as 
evidence that this de-bureaucratisation was taking place (Bennett, 2012a; Doughty, 2014). 
Where specific delaying factors were mentioned, the court system was cited in several 
DUWLFOHVEXWWKHPRVWIUHTXHQWUHIHUHQFHVZHUHµUXOHV¶UHODWLQJWRHWKQLFLW\FODVVDJH
smoking or obesity. Thus, in media and political critique, the themes of bureaucracy and 
µSROLWLFDOFRUUHFWQHVV¶ were often coupled and intertwined (Mooney, 2011).  
 
Franklin (1998) reported that coverage of social workers was more consistently negative than 
social services agencies, but this was not found in the present study. Both local authorities 
and social workers were described in, for the most part (and with the partial exception of the 
*XDUGLDQ2EVHUYHU¶VPRUHEDODQFHGFRYHUDJHVLPLODUO\QHJDWLYHsystem terms - (e.g. 
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µJURWHVTXHIDUFH¶7LPHVb, µFORVHWRREVFHQH¶, Times 2011c). The QDUUDWLYHRIDQµanti-
adoption¶FXOWXUHLQVRFLDOZRUNZDVGHYHORSHGWKURXJKWKHWZLQ themes of favouring care in 
birth families µDWDQ\FRVW¶, while EHLQJµXQZHOFRPLQJ¶RIprospective adopters and 
frequently rejecting them for trivial or politically motivated reasons (Thompson, 2010).  
The assessment process was highlighted in many articles, especially in the Mail and Times 
DQGRIWHQGUDZLQJRQDSSOLFDQWV¶RZQWHVWLPRQ\7LPHVa). These accounts critiqued 
assessment for its over-complex naWXUHLQWUXVLYHQHVVDQGSHUFHLYHGµDEVXUGLWLHV¶primarily 
µSROLWLFDOFRUUHFWQHVV¶, but also concerns with health and safety and pets) (Bennett and 
Taylor, 2011a;  Driscoll, 2012). Several contributions highlighted a climate of suspicion 
(µtreated like criminals¶ (Polini, 2011) or µpaedophiles¶ (Thompson, 2010)), while others 
portrayed assessment in Kafkaesque terms (Sugden, 2010), with applicants IDFLQJµWULFN
TXHVWLRQV¶%HQQHWWb).  %DUQDUGR¶VCEO Anne-0DULH&DUULH¶VREVHUYDWLRQWKDWµWKH\
ZRXOGQ¶WOHW\RXDGRSW\RXURZQNLGV¶ZDVZLGHO\TXRWHGThere is, of course, no way of 
NQRZLQJWKHµDFFXUDF\¶RIVXFKUHSRUWVEXWSHUKDSVPRUHVLJQLILFDQWLVKRZDVDJHQUH
they dominated coverage of adoption assessment.  
Counter narratives were vHU\PXFKLQWKHPLQRULW\DOWKRXJKVRPHµQHJDWLYH¶FRYHUDJH
ZRXOGDOVRLQFOXGHPHQWLRQRIµJRRG¶ORFDODXWKRULWLHVRUVRFLDOZRUNHUV$IHZDUWLFOHV
DOPRVWDOOLQWKH*XDUGLDQVKRZHGµV\PSDWK\¶ZLWKORFDODXWKRULWLHVLQSDUWLFXODUWKH
context of cuts and rising demand for services, while others recognised the difficult 
challenges faced by social workers (Muir, 2012). Greater exposure of social workers, for 
example through TV documentaries, appeared to generate a much more sympathetic 
picture of their work (Bennett, 2011c). This could also apply to the press themselves as in 





the consequences of speed and, contrary to majority reporting, suggested that there were 
genuine difficulties in finding adoptive families (Guardian, 2013).   
In system terms, local authorities were (in approximately 20 articles) taken to task for their 
failure to seek adoptive families (sufficiently) through voluntary adoption agencies (VAAs). 
The IRUPHU¶V presumed cost-saving rationale was widely critiqued as misguided in view of 
the potential long terms savings (and child welfare gains) of adoption. In the context of their 
ILQDQFLDOYXOQHUDELOLW\9$$V¶JRRGUHFRUGRISODFHPHQWILQGLQJDQGVXSSRUWZDVULJKWO\
highlighted, if occasionally exaggerated (Times, 2010a). Crucially, they escaped the largely 
unrelenting criticism directed towards local authorities, including for µSROLWLFDOFRUUHFWQHVV¶, 
perhaps reflecting dominant press dispositions towards the public and third sectors (Douglas 
and Philpot, 2003). 
 
Political correctness 
Excluding race and ethnicity (discussed in the following section), µSROLWLFDOFRUUHFWQHVV¶ 
themes arose in a number of areas, and featured significantly in all papers other than the 
Guardian/Observer where the coverage was negligible. The core message was that µpolitics 
trumps love¶ (Marrin, 2012).   
7UHDWPHQWRIVH[XDORULHQWDWLRQZDVYHU\PL[HGSHUKDSVUHIOHFWLQJZLGHUµDFFHSWDQFH¶RI
same sex adoption over time, but also the support of key actors such as Gove and Narey. 
However, there was also negative comment. The Mail was highly critical of the equalities 
legislation that had led Catholic adoption agencies unwilling to approve same sex applicants 
to close or split from the Church, and highlighted the negative impact on adoption (in one 
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LQVWDQFHXVLQJLWWRµH[SODLQ¶IDOOLQJDGRSWLRQQXPEHUV'RXJhty, 2010). Three of the five 
SDSHUVTXRWHGZLWKRXWDQ\FRPPHQWDFRXSOHZKRFODLPHGWRKDYHEHHQUHMHFWHGDVµWRR
KHWHURVH[XDO¶LQDGGLWLRQWREHLQJZKLWHDQGPLGGOHFODVVbut a Mail (2011a) editorial made 
the clearest connection:  
meanwhile, the aforesaid politically-correct social workers, while eager to promote 
gay adoption, continue to disapprove of white couples adopting a child from a 
different ethnic background.  
Reporting of social class showed an interesting paradox. On the one hand, it overwhelmingly 
confirmed the middle class nature of adoption, while also claiming a deep-seated bias against 
such applicants, ZKRDUHSXWµDWWKHERWWRPRIWKHSLOH¶'RXJKW\, 2010). Significantly, there 
was no mention (or hint) of working class adoption within any of the 361 articles and the two 
tabloid newspapers showed no interest in any class discrimination. The Times (2011d), by 
contrast, noted WKDWLWVUHDGHUVKDGFRPPXQLFDWHGµSDUWLFXODUV\PSDWK\¶IRUWKRVHWXUQHG
down because they were too white or middle class. Beyond regular claims that this was 
widespread, there were nearly 20 personal accounts (particularly in the Times and Mail) 
IHHGLQJDQDUUDWLYHRIµGHFHQWFRXSOHV¶ with professional careers and nice homes being 
rejected (Sugden, 2010). The class position of applicants was also indexed in the context of 
alleged bullying by social workers (Doughty, 2011b), as was the political nature of the abuse,  
ZLWKUHIHUHQFHVWRWKHµFULPH¶RIEHLQJZKLWHPLGGOHFODVV6HUJHDQWDQGVRFLDO
ZRUNHUV¶XQZLOOLQJQHVVWRVHHZRUNLQJFODVVFKLOGUHQSODFHGZLWKPLGGOHFODVVSDUHQWV
(Doughty, 2011c). Counter frames were extremely rare, with one Observer article (McVeigh, 
2010) and Midgel\¶VUHSRUWERWKPDNLQJUHIHUHQFHWRVRPHPLGGOHFODVVDSSOLFDQWVZKR
struggle to come to terms with the demands of adoption for often maltreated and/or 
traumatised children.  
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Single adopters were largely invisible within a near-XQLYHUVDOODQJXDJHRIµFRXSOHV¶DQGWKHUH
ZDVRQO\RFFDVLRQDODWWHQWLRQZLWKLQµFDVHVWXG\¶DFFRXQWV+DUULV7KH\ZHUH
however, sometimes presented as victims of µSROLWLFDOFRUUHFWQHVV¶3&, (with the Mirror 
announcing a lifting of the bar against single adopters (Lyons, 2011)) and discrimination. It 
was never made clear why any such discrimination should be seen as µPC¶, with its 
connotations of over-zealous pursuit of equality, and this might equally apply to age 
discrimination, declared µPC¶ by Woolf (2011). Upper age limits were referred to in around 
30 articles, often in tandem with smoking and obesity as barriers to adoption. The extent  or 
context (or bearing on decision-PDNLQJRIVXFKµEDUULHUV¶ZDs never made clear, while in the 
FDVHRIDJHQF\µDJHOLPLWV¶LWLVQRt known whether they are being applied to baby/infant 
adoptions or more broadly. In an ironic twist, the closest to a counter narrative in these areas 
came through recruitment-oriented features that brand them as myths (Gledhill, 2013). 
As described earlier, coverage of religion was in part tied to debates on same sex adoption, 
notably in relation to Catholic adoption agencies but also fears of discrimination on the basis 
of (religious) views on homosexuality, or too great an emphasis on faith more broadly 
(Gledhill, 2013). Elsewhere, however, religion was often articulated with ethnicity as a 




Noted above, race/ethnicity was the most widely covered single aspect of the adoption 
reforms, featuring in well over half of all articles (rising to over 80 per cent in the Mail). 
*LYHQWKHORQJUXQQLQJFRQWURYHUV\RYHUHWKQLFPDWFKLQJDQGZLWKUHSHDORIWKHµHWKQLFLW\
FODXVH¶UHTXLULQJFRQVLGHUDWion of religious persuasion, racial origin and cultural and 
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linguistic background LQDGRSWLRQGHFLVLRQVDNH\SDUWRIWKHFRDOLWLRQ¶VSURJUDPPHWKLVis 
perhaps unsurprising. Equally predictable in light of previous media stances was that 
coverage would typically be hostile to (perceived) adoption agency practices and strongly 
VXSSRUWLYHRIµUHIRUP¶5RXJKO\SHUFHQWRIDUWLFOHVIHOOLQWRWKLVFDWHJRU\DQGLQDOOSDSHUV
other than the Guardian/Observer, this was almost universal.  
The over-racialisation of statistics was noted earlier in respect of adoption rates and 
timescales, but was also evident in reporting of an Adoption UK survey:  
A quarter of would-be adopters are turned away on making their initial phone call to 
a local authority. The reason for this? More than one in ten such inquirers are told 
that their ethnicity does not match the children waiting to find a new home. (Times, 
2011e)  (emphasis added) 
Other reasons were scarcely discussed, while the figure was subsequently often misquoted as 
10 per cent of all applicants being turned away on these grounds (e.g. Times, 2011f). Attacks 
on ethnic matching policies covered a wide spectrum. In a minority of cases, there was 
UHFRJQLWLRQRIDGYDQWDJHVRUGHVLUDELOLW\DQGKHQFHµJRRGLQWHQWLRQV¶RI ethnic matching, 
with the criticism directed at its rigid implementation (Narey, 2012). A variant of this was to 
acknowledge some historical value, but reject any contemporary relevance due to a 
multicultural, post-race society, or the coPSOH[LWLHVRIµVXper-GLYHUVLW\¶ (Sergeant, 2010; 
Marrin, 2011). Many articles, however, were fairly vitriolic regarding the attention given to 
UDFHDQGHWKQLFLW\WKHDSRJHHRIWKHµDEVXUG¶DQGµULGLFXORXV¶2WKHUWKDQLQWKH
Guardian/Observer, there was negligible alternative discussion of issues surrounding race and 
adoption, with concerns and challenges often caricatured and airily dismissed (Doughty, 




RIµDSDUWKHLG¶UHIHUHQFHGLQDUWLFOHVZDs widely deployed to invert and obscure power 
relationships. Suitably de-contextualised in relation to issues of identity and culture, practices 
are then simply characterised as racist (Liddle, 2011).  
Beyond widespread editorial and other commentary, the two main narrative forms related to 
white adopters and transracially adopted/fostered adults. In the former case, the dominant 
frame waVRIEHLQJµWRRZKLWH¶WRDGRSWLQWXUQOHDGLQJWRLQWHUQDWLRQDODGRSWLRQGLVFXVVHG
below). A secondary line was of applicants with unusual minority ethnicities being turned 
away because of the improbability of them being ethnically matched with a child. Notably, 
there was negligible other discussion of adoption by BAME DSSOLFDQWVZLWKWKHµVKRUWDJH¶RI
adopters taken for granted. Experiential accounts from transracial adoptees were clearly 
divided by newspaper. While the Guardian included a small number of articles chronicling 
difficult experiences (e.g. Harker, 2010) DQGWKH2EVHUYHUFLWHG)HDVWDQGFROOHDJXHV¶
Chinese Adoption study as challengLQJWKHJRYHUQPHQW¶VUHIRUPVWRGRZQJUDGHWKH
significance of ethnicity (Townsend, 2013), the remaining papers reported only positive 
stories (e.g. Rose, 2011). 
 
µ:H¶YHJRWSHRSOHIO\LQJ«¶ 
Discussion of international adoption (IA) was an important adjunct to that on race and 
ethnicity, appearing in 48 articles in total. Although there was occasional reference to 
British BAME applicants adopting from India (or in one case Uganda), the overwhelming 
IRFXVZDVRQµWRRZKLWHPLGGOHFODVV¶FRXSOHVEHLQJGULYHQDEURDGE\DQXQZHOFRPLQJ
domestic adoption system. Prime Minister &DPHURQ¶V&RQVHUYDWLYHSDUW\VSHHFK- µWe've 
got people flying all over the world to adopt babies, while the care system at home 
agonises about placing black children with white families.¶± was widely cited (e.g. Mail, 
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2011b) and coverage might easily have given the impression that this was on a larger scale 
than is the case. Whether intentionally or not, the main thrust was to pile pressure on the 
GRPHVWLFDGRSWLRQYDULRXVO\GHVFULEHGDVµIDUFLFDO¶µDWUDYHVW\¶DQGµVKDPHIXO¶
(McIntosh, 2011; Polini, 2011).  
In one of the richest countries in the world, children are languishing in local 
authority care while would-be parents travel to China and Eastern Europe to find 
children to cherish. (Times, 2010b).  
There was almost no discussion of IA as a phenomenon, its motivations, merits or 
outcomes. Treatment focused mainly on negative process aspects, such as the high cost, 
governmHQWEXUHDXFUDF\DQGWKHµK\SRFULV\¶RIDOORZLQJBAME adoptions from abroad. 
Only in one story, featuring former MP Oona King, was there a call for more support for 
those adopting internationally (Barrow, 2011). Narratively, coverage focused on a small 
QXPEHURIWKHµUHMHFWHG¶DOOQRZZLWKUHSRUWHGO\VXFFHVVIXOLQWHUQDWLRQDODGRSWLRQVVRPH
of whom had written books on their experiences and had become adoption reform 
campaigners. The stories often scored highly on newsworthiness, although there is a 
certain irony in their frequent and sometimes explicit messages that domestic adoption 
should be made µHDVLHU¶DVLWLVVDLGWREHLQRWKHUFRXQWULHVZLWKWDOHVRIKRD[HVQDUURZ
HVFDSHVIURPWUDIILFNHUVDQGµUDFHVDJDLQVWWLPH¶+DUULV 
µI said 'Is she still available?' The institute director said, 'Yes, but hurry. Meet me 
at my house, 10pm tomorrow.'¶  
µAs soon as I arrived, I was greeted halfway down the stairs by a social worker in 
tears, saying, 'Thank God you're here. Social services are coming to claim custody 




Contextualising adoption ± child protection, care and permanence 
Understanding adoption is crucially dependent on its perceived place within the child 
welfare system, although as noted earlier, the material covered here comes only from 
discussions linked directly to adoption reform. References to child protection issues 
appeared in roughly a quarter (91) of all articles, with a clear majority framed in ways 
supportive to the reform programme. Key messages were that there should be more and 
speedier removals of children (with links to the value of early adoption), and that social 
ZRUNHUVDUHPXFKWRRFRQFHUQHGZLWKSUHVHUYLQJELUWKIDPLOLHV%LUWKPRWKHUSDUHQWV¶
ULJKWVVXSSRUWHGE\µGXELRXV¶KXPDQULJKWVODZZere said to take precedence over 
FKLOGUHQ¶VDQGWKLVZDVUHIOHFWHGLQWRRPDQ\UHXQLILFDWLRQDWWHPSWVFLWHGLQVHYHUDO
DUWLFOHVDQGDQDOOHJHGGHVLUHWRNHHSFKLOGUHQLQFDUHµLQWKHKRSH¶RIIDPLO\FKDQJHe.g. 
Thompson, 2010). Such persistent claims were more striking in the context of a rising rate 
of removals after 2008, as regular pronouncements of social worker aversion sat alongside 
reports of record care proceedings and a rapidly growing care population. In a link scarcely 
acknowledged elsewhere, the Guardian/Observer ran a number of articles focusing on the 
effects of abuse and neglect in relation to adoption support needs (e.g. Schifano, 2012a).  
A relatively small number of articles critiqued the dominant view on removal, including 
some on the tKHPHRIµIRUFHGDGRSWLRQ¶ZKLFKZDVDOVRUHSRUWHGRXWVLGHRIWKHDGRSWLRQ
reform debates). Without fully endorsing its approach, the Observer (2014) referenced 
)HDWKHUVWRQHDQGFROOHDJXHV¶Re-imagining Child Protection (2014), with its advocacy of 
stronger family support, DVDFRXQWHUWRWKHJRYHUQPHQW¶VGULYHWRLQFUHDVHDGRSWLRQ)RULWV
part, the Guardian cited recession, poverty and austerity policies as important contributory 
factors to a rising care population and offered critical commentary on the transfer of 
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funding from early intervention programmes to adoption (Butler, 2013). In a rare deviation 
from its core campaigning arguments, the Times (2012b) opposed a Select Committee call 
to lower the threshold for taking children into care, arguing among other factors that social 
workers had become too risk averse, that judgements of neglect and emotional abuse were 
WRRµVXEMHFWLYH¶DQGWKDWLQFUHDVLQJUHPRYDOVZRXOGZRUNDJDLQVWIDPLOLHVVHHNLQJVXSSRUW 
References to the care system appeared in around 110 articles. These were overwhelmingly 
negative with three core messages. The first was that of poor outcomes ± in education, 
employment, housing, crime and early parenthood ± not phrased unduly pejoratively, but 
often arguably misleading in the comparisons drawn with adoption (Times, 2011g). A 
second important theme waVWKDWRILQVWDELOLW\EXLOWRQWKHSDLULQJRIFKLOGUHQ¶VKRPHV
(often presented as the alternative to adoption) DQGPRYHVµIURPSLOODUWRSRVW¶EHWZHHQ
foster families. Third, WKHWHUPµODQJXLVKLQJ¶DSSHDUHG in over 50 articles and could be 
seen as a defining characterisation of life in care (Marsh and Thoburn, 2002). The very 
widespread use of thHWHUPµORYLQJIDPLO\SDUHQWV¶ZDs made virtually synonymous with 
adoption, with the corollary that they were unlikely to be found in the care system.  
It is perhaps telling that some of the more sympathetic commentary on care came from 
1DUH\EXWLWVµLPSURYLQJ¶RIOLIHFKDQFHVZDVDOZD\VMX[WDSRVHGZLWKWKHµWUDQVIRUPDWLYH¶
nature of adoption (Bennett and Taylor, 2011a). Elsewhere, in the Guardian, a small 
number of articles (including reporting of the Care Inquiry) articulated how an over-focus 
on adoption could work to the detriment of looked after children overall (Tapsfield, 2013). 
Around 25 articles (mostly in the Times, with almost all others in the Guardian/Observer) 
referred to alternative forms of permanence. There was almost no direct discussion of long 
term/permanent foster care, although occasional referenceVWRILQGLQJµJRRGIRVWHUIDPLOLHV¶
might be taken as such. Kinship care was mentioned in several articles, with coverage 
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reflecting different newspaper stances7KH7LPHVUHSRUWHGDQGHQGRUVHG1DUH\¶V
VRPHZKDWQHJDWLYHYLHZRIµG\VIXQFWLRQDOIDPLOLHV¶DQG µXQVXLWDEOH¶UHODWLYHVDQG
supported removing the presumption that extended family placement should be the initial 
preferred option after reunification (Bennett, 2011d). The Observer (e.g. 2013), by contrast, 
highlighted the danger of relatives being overlooked in a rush to adoption, and separately 
hailed the contribution of poorly supported kinship carers, and their frequent struggles to be 
allowed to care for children.  
The Times (alone) reported on special guardianship in several articles. This was broadly in 
DPHDVXUHGZD\UHFRJQLVLQJLWVYDOXHEXWSRLQWLQJWRLVVXHVVXFKDVLWVµPLVXVH¶IRU
\RXQJHUFKLOGUHQDQGFRQFHUQVUHJDUGLQJWKRVHRQO\µGLVWDQWO\¶ connected to the child. 
There was, however, a clear message that the use of special guardianship orders should not 
interfere with the adoption reform process (Bennett and Taylor, 2011b).  
 
Reporting the specifics of reform 
The 361 articles contained fairly extensive coverage of specific reform measures. 
Unsurprisingly perhaps, given its campaigning role, the Times was disproportionately 
involved, contributing approximately two thirds of all such accounts. The most frequently 
covered aspect (providing the main focus for 25 articles and more widely referenced) was 
the performance regime of scorecards, league tables,  DQGWKHµQDPLQJDQGVKDPLQJ¶ of 
councils with threatened loss of their adoption services to other local authorities, charities 
or private companies. The reporting was typically framed LQDQµDSSURYLQJ¶ZD\DOWKRXJK
both the Times and Guardian did quote opposing views from local government 
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spokespersons, and one Guardian article referred to professionals¶ µLQWHQVHIUXVWUDWLRQ¶DW
µPLQLVWHULDOJUDQGVWDQGLQJ¶%XWOHU 
Adoption support was widely covered, providing the main focus for 17 articles, and 
mentioned in almost twice as many. Most coverage was found in the Guardian/Observer 
and Times and in significant measure, reflected their underlying positions. Thus, the 
campaigning TimHVIRFXVHGODUJHO\RQµJRRGQHZV¶VWRULHVVXFKDVLQLWLDWLYHVRQSDUHQWDO
leave/pay, schools admissions priorities and the Adoption Support Fund. There was 
UHODWLYHO\OLWWOHHPSKDVLVRQWKHµGLIILFXOWLHV¶RIDGRSWLRQZKHUHDVWKHVHFKDOOHQJHVZHUH
placed centrally in a series of Guardian articles, including various personal accounts. These 
LQFOXGHGFRQWHVWLQJ1DUH\¶VVRPHZKDWµOXNHZDUP¶YLHZRIDGRSWLRQVXSSRUW  
As an adopter I was dismayed to think that someone at the heart of the government's 
adoption policy did not seem to understand the vital role of adoption support. 
(Schifano, 2012b) 
Early permanence (fostering to adopt/concurrent planning) was the primary focus for 4 
articles, but referenced in 26 overall. The reporting was generally very measured on the 
potential benefits and challenges, though with strong support for its expansion.  Greater 
involvement of adopters in the matching process was also featured in several articles and 
mentioned more briefly in others, with the Times (2012c; 2012d) claiming some credit for 
this and the promotion of concurrency. Two long features in particular (in the Guardian 
(Hilpern, 2011) and Times (courtesy of journalist observation) (Rumbelow, 2013)) 
explored the workings of adoption parties/activity days, while adopter access to 
information on the national register was also covered, again in a considered way, 
notwithstanding the Times¶V µSDUHQWVWRDGRSWRQOLQH¶KHDGOLQH%HQQHWWDQG*OHGKLOO
2013). 1DUH\¶VSURSRVDOVto de-emphasise the placement of siblings together and reduce 
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contact for parents of looked after children and those on placement orders featured in 
several articles in the Times. All were written by Bennett or Narey himself and 
unsurprisingly without any challenge or counter view offered. Finally, mention should be 
made of social impact bonds, which were reported by both the Times and Guardian 
(Bennett, 2012b; Gentleman, 2013), including via profiles of their main architect in the 
field of adoption, Jim Clifford, and endorsement by Narey. Reporting was broadly 
µIDFWXDO¶EXWFOHDUO\VXSSRUWLYHZLWKQRTXHVWLRQLQJRIWKHZRUNLQJVRIµSD\PHQWE\
UHVXOWV¶VFKHPHV 
7KRXJKQHYHUDSDUWRIWKHJRYHUQPHQW¶VUHIRUPSURJUDPPHthere was significant 
coverage of 1DUH\¶VSURSRVDOWRHQFRXUDJHYROXQWDU\UHOLQTXLVKPHQWIRUPRWKHUV with  
µXQZDQWHG¶FKLOGUHQGUXJDGGLFWLRQVRU chaotic lifestyles. Both the Mail (Doughty, 2011a) 
and the Times (2011h) ZHUHVXSSRUWLYHRI1DUH\¶VµJROGHQRSWLRQ¶UHFRPPHQGDWion and 
ZKLOHERWKKHDQGWKH7LPHVZHUHFDUHIXOWRGLVWDQFHWKHPVHOYHVIURPDUHWXUQWRµFRHUFLYH¶
DGRSWLRQVHYHUDODUWLFOHVLQWKH*XDUGLDQDUJXHGWKDWWKLVSURSRVDOUHSUHVHQWHGµWXUQLQJWKH
FORFNEDFN¶DQGJORVVLQJRYHUWKHSDLQIHOWE\ELUWKPRWKHUV (Moore, 2011).  
 
Voice and representation 
In any media analysis, the question of voice is crucial ± who is able to express views and 
within what framing or context. Coverage of adoption reform broadly reflected established 
patterns. Papers themselves (especially the Times and less so, the Mail) represented 
SRZHUIXOµLQVWLWXWLRQDOYRLFHV¶ZLWKVWURQJO\H[SUHVVHGRSLQLRQVRQWKHUHIRUPSURFHVV
µ$FFHVVHGYRLFHV¶(Hartley, 1990) were dominated by Narey (quoted in 79 articles and 
disproportionately in the Times) and government ministers ± Gove (53), Cameron (45), 
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Loughton (43) and Timpson (23). Government voice was reinforced by significant input 
from the Department for Education (in 31 articles). These were followed by reporting from 
YDULRXVDGRSWLRQRUFKLOGUHQ¶VRUJDQLVDWLRQVEXWRQDVLJQLILFDQWO\ORZHUVFDOHExcluding 
its connection with Narey, %DUQDUGR¶VZDVstill the most widely quoted organisation (39) 
with its Chief Executive, Carrie, the single most cited representative (21). This was 
followed by the British Association for Adoption and Fostering (22), Adoption UK (19), 
Coram (13), Association of Directors of CKLOGUHQ¶VService (10) and the Local Government 
Association (10). The agenda was clearly set by the reform process (and wider critique of 
the adoption system), with other participants placed in response mode, and displaying (at 
least as reported) varying degrees of endorsement, defensiveness and resistance. The 
organisations most critical of (aspects of) the reform process were the British Association 
of Social Workers, Fostering Network and Family Rights Group, all of which tended to be 
quoted more in the Guardian/Observer than elsewhere.  
 
Discussion 
In considering these findings, it is important to reprise the limitations of the study, 
including the absence of µEDFNVWRULHV¶WRFRQWHQWRUFORVHH[DPLQDWLRQRIWKHZRUNLQJVRI
the press. Additionally, there is an inevitably broad brush taken to the nuances of 361 
articles and heterogeneity within particular papers. However, there are clearly discernible 
patterns in both overall coverage and the stances of each outlet.  
0HGLDWH[WVDUHLPSRUWDQWIRUWKHLUQRUPDOLVLQJSRZHUJHQHUDWLQJµFRPPRQVHQVH¶YLHZVRI
how things (in this case the adoption system) work and should work (Bloor and Bloor, 2007). 
Allied to this, they are important definers of deviance and its threats. Texts can also be 
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understood as sites of struggle, for particular individuals and groups to advance their claims 
and underlying perspectives. This research focused on coverage of the adoption reform 
process and it is clear that the dominant media stance was strongly supportive of the case 
made by Narey and the coalition government and of proposed reforms. In the case of the 
Times, this was an active campaigning role, for which it was regularly happy to claim 
µYLFWRU\¶Several articles sought to apply direct pressure, for example that social workers 
µPXVWREH\¶0DLO 
The view presented to readers was of adoption as (typically by far) the best option for looked 
after children and hence the importance of increased and quicker adoption. Attention was 
WKHQIRFXVHGRQWKHPDQ\SHUFHLYHGEDUULHUVZKLFKFDQEHVXPPDULVHGDVµEXUHDXFUDF\¶
inefficiency, and an anti-adoption culture rooted in µSROLWLFDOFRUUHFWQHVV¶(above all on race). 
Implicitly and often explicitly, the interests of adopters are placed FHQWUDOO\ZLWKFKLOGUHQ¶V
interests tightly aligned. In narrative terms, both are cast as the victims, to the villainous 
social workers/local authorities and the heroic reformers (Reyes, 2011). By contrast, birth 
parents (usually mothers) are almost invisible, present implicitly only DVµDEXVHUV¶RWKHUWKDQ
LQVWRULHVRIµIRUFHGDGRSWLRQ¶ZKHUHWKHLULQGLYLGXDORUFROOHFWLYHUHVSHFWDELOLW\LV invariably 
emphasised. Contact in adoption is similarly marginalised, save for a small number of articles 
approving of reforms to reduce it. In this instance, as in many other facets of the debate, the 
influence of Narey can clearly be detected.  
The coverage resonates with the observations of Triseliotis (1998) regarding the popularity of 
adoption with politicians aQGPHGLDEXWWKHLUGLVWDVWHIRULWVµUHJXODWLRQ¶7KHQDQGQRZWKH
QRVWDOJLDIRUDµJROGHQDJH¶RIDGRSWLRQLVDSSDUHQW1RQHWKHOHVVWKHSRSXODULW\of adoption 
is at odds with the often negative coverage thought to exist in some other countries (Potter, 
2013; Maxwell and Cook, 2014). 
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Many of the features identified by critical media analysts are discernible in the depiction of 
DGRSWLRQ,QSDUWLFXODUWKHUHDUHFOHDUERXQGDULHVGUDZQEHWZHHQµXV¶SDSHUVUHDGHUV
right thinking people and politicians) aQGµWKHP¶VRFLDOZRUNHUVDQGWRDOHVVHUH[WHQW
judges). The Othering of social workers and adoption agencies (variously described as 
µPXWWRQ-KHDGHG¶µEDUP\¶DQGµFUXHO¶UHPDLQVDYLWDOHOHPHQWLQWKLVHQGHDYRXU7KLVLV
also given a strong political flavour ± LQDQLQYHUVLRQRI:DFTXDQW¶V2010µFHQWDXUVWDWH¶
VRFLDOZRUNHUVDUHSRUWUD\HGDVIDYRXULQJXQGHVHUYLQJELUWKIDPLOLHVZKLOHµVSLWHIXOO\¶
discriminating against deserving applicants on the grounds of class and race. Intriguingly, 
none of the articles distinguished between child and family and adoption social workers, 
ZKRDUHEUDFNHWHGWRJHWKHUDVµKRVWLOH¶WRDGRSWLRQ 
Given the paucity of counter narratives (themselves found almost exclusively in the 
Guardian/Observer), the logic and desirability of the reforms goes largely unchallenged. 
The collective effect of coverage is an unduly bleak portrayal of the adoption system, aided 
as has been shown, by a significant degree of misrepresentation (e.g. of statistics, law and 
policy) and exaggeratioQSDUWLFXODUO\UHJDUGLQJµEDUULHUV¶WRDGRSWLRQAs noted earlier, 
when recruitment was being promoted through the media, both journalists and politicians 
UHJXODUO\EHPRDQHGWKHµP\WKV¶GHWHUULQJDSSOLFDQWVFRQYHQLHQWO\RYHUORRNLQJWKHLURZQ
role in propagating them.  
Few would, of course, dispute that the adoption system has its flaws, though it is unlikely 
that there would be a consensus within the adoption and child welfare worlds on the 
(in)accuracy of its media presentation. As with any consideration of media reporting, the 
question is raised as to whether adoption stakeholders could or should seek to influence 
coverage and how. There is little doubt that elements of the dominant narrative are strongly 




treatment of adoption practice generates much more positive views, as crude stereotypes 
are broken down. Interestingly, in all accounts of assessment (and allowing for the fact that 
many may accept its over-bureaucratic nature), there are no articles offering any 
explanation of what issues are covered or why? There is also surely scope for more 
µUHEXWWDOV¶± for example, challenging what are almost certainly misrepresentations 
regarding grounds for rejections. Perhaps, at the very least, the anvil can be made 
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